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STAGING PERSONAL CHAOS AND
FRAGMENTATION: THE PLAYS OF DORIS LESSING
Dorothy H. Brown
Loyola University
Doris Lessing sets the stage as deftly as the novel in portraying
 
displacement and exile, fragmentation of society, and sexual and
 political
 
issues. Brilliant and disturbing in the  fiction she has produced  
in over thirty years of writing which has earned her an international
 reputation, Lessing has written five stage plays: Before the Deluge
 (1953), Each His Own Wilderness (1958), The Truth About Billy
 Newton (1960), Play With a Tiger (1962), and The Singing Door
 (1973). The two plays to be discussed here are Each His Own
 Wilderness and Play With a Tiger
,
 1 both  of which demonstrate her skill  
in deconstruction of character to explore relationships and also her
 innovative approach to stagecraft, illustrating fragmentation in the
 language of the text and in the process of removing walls and stage
 props.
As in her fiction, Lessing’s drama follows the pattern of quest and
 
exploration, but
 
her  characters’ journeys are into inner space, into their  
own psyches and multilayered memories. Her witty use of the banal
 enlivens plays which are basically examinations of very serious issues.
 In her staging she illustrates the need to eliminate boundaries,
 restricting structures, to allow individuals honest and free expression.
 The stage set serves effectively as metaphor as walls disappear, but
 Lessing seems to be yearning for new and more effective structures to
 replace 
the 
old, rather than the complete annihilation  of order.
In both Wilderness
 
and Tiger, Lessing uses two women as central  
characters, feminist “free women” who share a strong bond of
 friendship. 
In
 the first drama, middle-aged  Myra and Milly are women  
rearing sons alone, with disappointing results for all concerned. As
 Dorothy Brewster writes, “The two women, politically and socially
 conscious, veteran fighters in many good causes, were described in a
 review of Wilderness in the Spectator (March 28, 1958) as ’oddly
 endearing amalgams’ of Beatrice Webb and Molly Bloom’.”2 The
 fervor the two women have brought to their own lives, the urgency for
 self-definition, the nerve and daring they have demonstrated in facing
 exile and displacement—all these have had a negative effect on Tony
 and Sandy, their sons. Both mothers have attempted to provide the best
 in progressive educations for their children, and the result is that they
 become 
snobs
 who are embarrassed by their mothers and simply want  
to live ordinary, safe and secure lives. And yet, Tony seems to want
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more involvement by Myra and her crowd. He accuses them all of
 
talking endlessly and not taking action. He 
says,
 “I am waiting for the  
moment 
when
 you put your foot down about something and say you’ve  
had enough. But you never do. All you do is watch things—with
 interest.” Socialism is not for 
him.
 It may provide a house for every  
man and a door key, but not a key to understanding himself or others.
 “
To
 every man his front door and his front door key. To each his own  
wilderness,” is Tony’s cynical summing up of what his mother’s life
 has amounted to
 
and what he hopes to avoid.
In Wilderness, the battle of wills between generations is combined
 with social and political issues, especially the question of nuclear
 disarmament. The attempt to solve major issues of human concern
 does present these questions
 
for consideration, even  if the denouement is  
dispiriting. As drama, the work is successful in illustrating the distance
 between hopes and dreams and their fruition. Lessing shows characters
 who are not to be despised or ridiculed in their lack of success. Rather,
 they are strong, caring women who have not been able to bring about
 the reforms they wished. The dialectic of the play reveals not simply
 their shortcomings, but the imperfections of the human race in
 achieving a more humane world.
In Wilderness Lessing partially duplicates 
the
 pattern found  in The  
Golden Notebook where Anna and Molly are bringing up children
 alone, supporting each other emotionally, but free from men in their
 lives. Lessing writes in The Golden Notebook:
I’ve got to accept the patterns of self-knowledge which
 
means unhappiness or at least a dryness. But I can twist it
 into victory. A man and a woman—yes. But at the end of
 their tether. Both cracking up because of a deliberate
 attempt to transcend their own limits. And out of the
 chaos, a new kind of strength.3
Whether with their sons or with other males, Myra and Milly seem
 
caught in a similar kind of chaos. Despite their
 
avowal of freedom and  
autonomy, they continue to react more than to initiate action. The
 scathing commentary of Myra’s son appears to be justified, at least in
 part. Lessing’s arguments are psychologically sound and revealing in
 historical aspects. These polemic truths are useful in putting issues
 before an audience, but less than completely satisfying because there
 can be no happy resolution, not for lack of noble ideas, but
 
because of  
the absence of viable solutions to modern problems. The self
­consciousness of Lessing’s
 
characters in attempting to  deal with  a world  
2
Studies in English, New Series, Vol. 10 [1992], Art. 9
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/studies_eng_new/vol10/iss1/9
Dorothy H. Brown 75
for which they are ill-equipped emotionally or intellectually, leads to
 
division, to fragmentation, and in some of her works, to madness. To
 Lessing, the modern dilemma often is that relationships have broken
 down irrevocably, leaving
 
“each his own wilderness.”
A fragmented
 
society, the fragmented consciousness of individuals,  
is central to Lessing’s three-act play Play With 
a
 Tiger. Here she  
adopts a technique used successfully in her novels and short stories.
 Loma Sage states that in The Golden Notebook, Lessing “produced a
 novel that unravelled itself in its readers’ responses in altogether
 unexpected ways...(its) displacement, 
its
 undermining of realist  codes,  
helped to make it in some sort its readers’ property.”4 The
 audience/reader of Play With a Tiger shares in the unraveling of
 memory, of character,
 
and of meaning along with  Anna and Dave.
In Play With a Tiger, the women friends are Anna Freeman, a
 woman of thirty-five or so, and Mary Jackson, about ten years older
 than Anna and a widow with a grown-up son. Mary’s son is not in the
 action. Here the ideas of education and commitment to social and
 political causes are presented in a much more intriguing manner
 
than in  
the earlier play, in arguments of the
 
two women with other friends and  
lovers (and strangers), but most importantly in the divestiture of the
 accoutrements of civilization, of society, of personal assumptions.
 “Who are 
you
 now?,” Dave Miller, the young rootless American lover  
of Anna, asks her. And who she is and who 
he
 is and the method used  
to reveal their m anings is the heart of
 
the play. In The Memoirs of a  
Survivor, Lessing’s novel deals with the death of the city, of London.5
 People 
seem
 to turn into animals, migrating, mating, herding, etc. As  
the boundaries of
 
the city dissolve, it seems that the inner space must  
be a refuge. The question that then comes is, is each his own
 wilderness? In Play With a Tiger, there are echoes of these ideas, as
 well as the fragmentation or degrees of displacement reminiscent of
 Anna in The Golden Notebook.
The stage direction near the end of Act One of Play With a Tiger
 
reads: “As she smiles, 
the
 walls fade out. They are two small people in  
the city, the big, ugly, baleful city all around them, over-shadowing
 them.” From the closed-in flat where Anna lives, she
 
and  Dave  are now  
together alone in the city and also in the vastness of space and time.
 Dave, the American rover, is called “the mad man” and “the wild man
 within.” This urban jungle man is dressed in 
one
 reconstruction of the  
past in forest gree , sweet cinnamon brown, and deciduous mauve.
 And, Dave says, “My tie is orange and black with lightning stripes.”
 Street punk, red Indian child, womanizer from the Atlantic to the
 Pacific, and now with a certain charm and no serious commitment to
3
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Anna, the twenty-year old Janet Stevens, or the other women with
 
whom he has had 
sex,
 Dave evolves and changes as he and Anna act out  
all their past selves in trying to find, to learn, their identity now.
Mona Knapp writes of Play With a Tiger, “removing the
 
backdrops,...destroys the stage-made illusion of reality and replaces it
 with the characters’ subconscious.” Thus, “Lessing subtly modifies the
 medium to suit her needs” to explore “the protagonists’ mental and
 emotional depths.”6
In Dave’s self-analysis, he mimics the psycho-therapist
 
who glibly  
had told
 
him how he needed to straighten out his life:
He said I couldn’t go on like this... He said I should get
 
married, have two well-spaced children and a settled job.
 Ah, doc, now you’re at the hub of the thing. What job, I
 said? Because I’ll let you into a secret. What’
s
 wrong with  
all of us is not that our mummies and daddies weren’t nice
 to us, it’s that we don’t believe the work we 
do
 is  
important. 
Oh,
 I know I’m earnest, doc, I’m pompous and  
earnest—but I need work that makes me feel I’m
 contributing....
Dave undergoes several transformations as he and Anna debate, argue,
 
and reveal through role-playing the many key moments in their lives,
 passages marked by layers upon layers of protective covering that
 separates them and their real selves from each other and from others.
 When Anna attempts to make Dave realize how irresponsible he has
 been in his relations with the young American woman, she says,
 “Dave, while
 
you’re banging and crashing about the world, playing this  
role and that role, filling your life full of significant moments—there
 are other people in the world...hell, what’s the use of talking to
 you?...”
Dave reveals more than his flippancy has let us see in a later
 
passage, 
when
 he talks of the depression days in America  when people  
were going hungry in the
 
twenties and thirties. He adds:
The truth compels me 
to
 state, I was a disturbed child. But  
in a good cause. My parents thought the state of the world
 was more important than me, and they were right. I am on
 their side. But I never really saw either of them. We
 scarcely met. So my mother was whichever lady welfare
 worker that happened to be dealing with the local
 delinquents at the time, and my father was, the anarchists,
 the Jewish socialist youth, the communists and the
 Trotskyists. In a word, the radical tradition—oh, don’t
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laugh, doc. I don’t expect they’ll have taught you about
 
the radical tradition in Oxford, England, but it stood for
 something. And it will again—it stood for the great
 dream—that life can be noble and beautiful and dignified.
As he recalls his conversation with the doctor, Dave tells Anna, “He
 
said I was an
 
adolescent. Doc, I said, my childhood was disturbed—by  
the great dream—and if yours was not, perhaps after all 
you
 had the  
worst of it.”
In the dialogue between Anna and Dave, there are many references
 
to stability, integration, typical situations. Both characters are acutely
 conscious of their divided, split or fragmented lives at odds with what
 they truly wish for. What Lessing demonstrates, in fascinating
 dramatic fashion, is that these rooms, these compartments, 
into
 which  
Dave and Anna have placed 
themselves
 unknowingly have been  devised  
as a sort of protective
 
coloration  or camouflage to  prevent another from 
getting too close, from becoming emotionally dependent on others. The
 intense fear of losing 
self,
 of losing freedom, of losing autonomy has  
driven them into a chaotic jungle. Anna, donning the guise of herself
 as
 
a young child or herself as an adolescent or  in the role of her  mother,  
depicts for
 
us the many reasons  why the bitterness and barrenness  of her  
parents’ lives have so profoundly fashioned her own life. Speaking of
 those long-ago days in her Australian childhood, Anna says of her
 parents, “The highest emotion they ever knew was a kind of ironical
 compassion—the compassion of one prisoner for another.” And, Anna
 relates, “I swore to the God I already did not believe in, God, I said,
 God, if I 
go
 down in loneliness and misery, if I die alone somewhere in  
a furnished room in a lonely city that doesn’t know me—I’ll do that
 sooner 
than
 marry as my father and mother were married. I’ll have the  
truth with the man I’m with or I’ll have nothing. (Shuddering)
 Nothing.” When Dave tries to comfort her and teasingly calls her an
 adolescent, Anna replies, “Yes, I’m an adolescent. And that’s how I’m
 going to stay. Anything, anything
 
rather than the man and woman, the  
jailed and the jailer, living together, talking to themselves, and
 wondering what happened that made them strangers. I won’t, I’ll die
 first. And I shall. I shall.”
Anna 
is
 not an amorphous figure, but she is a shape-changer, a  
shape-shifter (with no
 
evil intent) as she moves into the personae of her  
mother, herself as a child, and herself at various other stages in her
 development. As she tries to assimilate experience while striving to
 hold on to who she thinks she is, tries to hold on to her own identity,
 she reveals worlds of meaning far beyond
 
herself. Other characters are  
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part of the plot of Play With a Tiger, and their relationships add
 
resonance to the delineation of the characters of Anna and Dave. 
In addition, there are mysterious references to the symbolic tiger who
 
figure
s as a frightening creature in  Anna’s  dream:
I was sitting here, like this. I was thinking—if we can’t
 
breed something better than we are, we’ve had it, the
 human race has had it. And then, suddenly... He walked in,
 twitching his tail. An enormous glossy padding tiger. The
 thing was, I wasn’t at all surprised. Well, tiger, I said, and
 who do you belong to?
The tiger becomes vicious; Anna is bloodied and left with scars. Anna’s
 
dream tiger reminds the reader of a similar image in The Golden
 Notebook
 
and  in the short story “ To Room Nineteen,” one of Lessing’s  
most powerful and most disturbing stories of displacement and
 madness.7 In the short story also there is a strange man in the garden,
 akin to the man that Anna sees on the pavement below her window.
 These shadowy figures, these intruders, perhaps are male predators but
 certainly are images of menace. In “To Room Nineteen,” Lessing’s
 narrator states it is a story about a failure in intelligence, “the
 Rawlings’ marriage was grounded in intelligence.” At the end of
 
Act  
Two of Play With a Tiger, a similar notion appears when Anna says,
 “I’ll tell you what’s funny, Dave Miller. We sit here, tearing ourselves
 to bits trying to imagine something beautiful and new—but suppose
 the future is a nice American college girl all hygienic and virginal and
 respectable with a baby in her 
arms.
 Suppose the baby is what we’re  
waiting for—a nice, well-fed, well-educated, psycho-analysed
 superman...” When Dave tells her to 
stop,
 Anna says, “But imagine.  
Anything can come in—tigers, unicorns, monsters, the human being so
 beautiful he will send all of 
us
 into the dust-can...” Dave comments,  
“I’m surprised I have to tell you that anything you shut out because
 you’re 
scared
 of it becomes more dangerous.”
Dave and Anna remind one of what Lessing herself said about her
 own search for meaning and the sense of “displacement from an
 inability to accept the frontier myths.”8 In the Preface to Collected
 African Stories, Lessing states, “But looking around the world now,
 there isn’t a way of living anywhere that doesn’t change and dissolve
 like clouds as you watch.”9 The clash between the frontier myths of
 the past and the constantly changing new forms found in the modem
 world result in the
 
fragmentation, displacement and perhaps madness of  
the individual in Lessing’s fiction and in her plays. 
In
 Play With a  
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Tiger, her stagecraft involves the audience in the dilemma faced by
 
Anna and Dave. As defensive layers are stripped away, the whole
 meaning 
is
 not apparent, but many possibilities are. The conclusion  
is, like the characters, subject to change, but the tone is optimistic and
 hopeful. Lessing shifts
 
from realism or naturalism to a Brecht-like, or  
in another sense, impressionistic form to engage the audience’s interest
 and then
 
to expand upon  the particular until it extends beyond parochial  
bounds, beyond men and women as antagonists or as lovers, and
 encompasses
 
all human kind.
NOTES
1Each His Own Wilderness in New English Dramatists,
 
Three Plays (London, 1959) and Play With a Tiger in Victoria
 Sullivan and James Hatch, eds., Plays By and About Women (New
 York, 1974). All quotations from the plays are from these
 editions. In addition to stage plays, Lessing has written scripts
 for television plays and translated The Storm by Alexander
 Ostrovsky (1823-1886), produced in London in 1966.
2Loma Sage, Doris Lessing (London, 1983), p. 136.
3The Golden Notebook (London, 
1962),
 p. 458.
4Sage, 
p.
 56.
5 The Memoirs of a Survivor (London, 1975).
6Mona Knapp, Doris Lessing (New York, 1984), 
p.
 69.
7“To Room Nineteen” 
in
 A Man and Two Women (London,  
1963).
8Sage, 
p.
 21.
9Collected African Stories (London, 1972).
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